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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This Biological Evaluation (BE) has been prepared to evaluate the effects of the proposed 
replacement of the bridge over McElmo Creek on SR-262, west of Aneth in San Juan County, 
Utah. The project area is located in Section 17, Township 41 South, Range 25 East, (USGS 
Aneth 7.5' Quadrangle).  The project would involve construction of a new bridge, removal of the 
existing bridge, realignment of approximately 2,500 feet of roadway south of the existing bridge, 
and improvements to the intersection of SR-262 and County Road 2414 by the addition of right 
and left turn lanes.  

The objectives of this BE are to 1) describe vegetation communities in the project area, and  
2) evaluate habitat suitability for special status plant and animal species. Habitat suitability and 
impacts evaluation for special status species were based on a qualitative comparison between the 
habitat requirements of each species and habitats found in the project area. The current 
geographic and elevational range of each species, as well as the proximity of the nearest 
documented occurrence of each species to the project area, was also taken into consideration.  

Fourteen federally listed and candidate species and fifteen species identified in the Navajo 
Nation Endangered Species lists are addressed in this BE (23 total species due to overlap).  
No terrestrial species would be affected. Four special status fish species, the Colorado 
pikeminnow, razorback sucker, bluehead sucker, and roundtail chub may be present at certain 
times of the year in McElmo Creek. Potential adverse effects to these species can be reduced or 
eliminated with the implementation of the Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) as 
required by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for this project. With the proper 
implementation of the SWPPP, the proposed construction of the bridge would not have adverse 
effects on any tribal or federally listed and candidate species. 



 

INTRODUCTION 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The proposed project would involve replacing the bridge over McElmo Creek on SR-262 on the 
Navajo Reservation in San Juan County, Utah. Project activities include constructing a new 
bridge, removing the existing bridge, realigning approximately 2,500 feet of roadway south of 
the existing bridge, and improving the intersection of SR-262 and County Road 2414 by the 
addition of right and left turn lanes near the community of Aneth (Figure 1). The existing bridge, 
constructed in 1963, was designed to safety standards at that time.  Replacement of the bridge is 
necessary because it no longer meets current standards for travel lane width and guardrails. Also, 
42 years after construction, the bridge has developed some deficiencies due to the scour of 
McElmo Creek.  

The Navajo Nation Department of Fish and Wildlife (NNDFW) provided lists of threatened, 
endangered, and sensitive species with potential to occur in the project area. These lists were 
used during site reconnaissance to determine any threats to and the presence or absence of 
individuals or suitable habitat for those species of concern. Qualified biologists with SWCA 
Environmental Consultants (SWCA) conducted the site reconnaissance on August 18, 2005.   

PROJECT LOCATION 

The project area is located at an elevation of approximately 4,700 feet in Section 17, Township 
41 South, Range 25 East, (USGS Aneth 7.5' Quadrangle), San Juan County, Utah (see Figure 1).  
SR-262 crosses McElmo Creek approximately 900 feet upstream of the confluence with the San 
Juan River. McElmo Creek is a perennial stream that contributes a base flow of 40-50 cubic feet 
per second (cfs) to the San Juan River. This part of Utah lies within the sandstones and 
mudstones of the Morrison Formation, deposited during the Jurassic period. Soils are classified 
as Badland types, permeability is slow, runoff is high, and soils are very shallow (USDA 1980). 
At an elevation of 4,700 feet, it is a part of the Great Basin Desertscrub community (Turner 
1994). This community is characterized as a “cold desert”, with cold, harsh winters; low 
precipitation scattered throughout the year; and great extremes in both daily and seasonal 
temperatures (Turner 1994).  

Vegetation around Mc Elmo Bridge is comprised of low growing, widely spaced woody shrubs 
and bunchgrasses. The project area has a high level of disturbance and supports the growth of 
many invasive weed species. In addition, the roadsides are covered with scattered trash and 
broken glass. Cattle have trampled the vegetation and impacted the stream. Along McElmo 
Creek, overstory vegetation consists of tamarisk (Tamarix chinensis) and Russian olive 
(Elaeagnus angustifolia), underneath grows sweet clover (Melilotus alba), horseweed (Conyza 
canadensis), cocklebur (Xanthium strumarium), and rabbitsfoot grass (Polypogon 
monospelienis). The upland vegetation is dominated by snakeweed (Gutierrezia sarothrae) 
greasewood (Sarcobatus vermiculatus), halogeton (Halogeton glomeratus), and various bunch 
grasses, both native and non-native. Table 1 presents a complete list of plants observed at the 
project site. 
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Figure 1.  General location of the project area. 
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Table 1.  Common Plant Species Observed during Site Reconnaissance 

Common Name Scientific Name 

camelthorn Alhagi maurorum 

trailing four-o’clock Allionia incarnata 

ragweed Ambrosia sp. 

three-awn grass Aristida sp. 

shadscale Atriplex confertifolia 

black grama Bouteloua eriopoda 

red brome Bromus rubens 

cheatgrass Bromus tectorum 

Russian knapweed Centaurea repens 

rattlesnake weed Chamaesyce sp. 

rabbitbrush Chrysothamnus nauseosus 

field bindweed Convolvulus arvensis 

horseweed Conyza canadensis 

bermuda grass Cynodon dactylon  

Russian olive Elaeagnus angustifolia 

jointfir Ephedra sp. 

buckwheat Eriogoium inflatum 

fluff grass Erioneuron pulchellum 

snakeweed Gutierrizia sarothrae 

halogeton Halogeton glomeratus 

goldenbush Isoscoma sp. 

white sweet clover Melilotus alba 

blazingstar Mentzelia sp. 

prickly pear Opuntia sp. 

plantain Plantago patagonia 

galleta Pleuraphis jamesii 

rabbitsfoot grass Polypogon monspeliensis 

cottonwood Populus fremontii 

little hogweed Portulaca oleracea 

greasewood Sarcobatus vermiculatus 

Russian thistle Salsola kali 

silverleaf nightshade Solanum elaeagnifolium 

globemallow Sphaeralcea sp. 

dropseed Sporobolus cryptandrus 

tamarisk Tamarix chinensis 

puncture vine Tribulus terrestris 

cocklebur Xanthium strumarium 

narrowleaf yucca Yucca angustissima 
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SPECIAL STATUS  SPECIES  

Navajo Nation Department of Fish and Wildlife (NNDFW) provided the lists for Navajo 
endangered species; federally listed threatened, endangered, proposed, and candidate species; 
and species listed under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, and Eagle Protection Act.  Species name 
(common and scientific), status, known habitat, and potential for species habitat are listed in 
Table 2.  Habitat descriptions for Navajo Nation endangered species were obtained from the 
NNDFW, Navajo Natural Heritage Program (Mikesic et al. 2005). Habitat descriptions for 
federally listed threatened, endangered, proposed, and candidate species were obtained from the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS 2005) and the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources 
(UDWR 2005a) websites.  

Table 2. Special Status Species with the Potential to Occur within or near the McElmo Creek 
Bridge Project Area 

Common Name Scientific Name Status Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 
in Project Area 

golden eagle Aquila 
chrysaetos 

NESL Group 3; 
MBTA; EPA 

Nest on steep cliffs, 
typically >30m although 
lower sites infrequently 
used.  Foraging habitat 
includes desert grasslands 
or desertscrub that provide 
primary prey of cottontail 
and jackrabbits. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

ferruginous 
hawk 

Buteo regalis NESL Group 3; 
MBTA 

Nest in badlands, flat or 
rolling desert grasslands, 
and desertscrub.  Forage 
on populations of cottontail, 
jackrabbits, prairie dogs, 
ground squirrels, and 
gophers. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

peregrine 
falcon 

Falco 
peregrinus 

NESL Group 4; 
MBTA 

Steep, sheer cliffs 
overlooking woodlands, 
riparian areas or other 
habitats supporting avian 
prey species in abundance. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area 

bald eagle Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus 

ESA 
Threatened; 
MBTA; EPA 

Large trees or cliffs near 
water (reservoirs, rivers, 
and streams) with 
abundant prey. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

whooping crane Grus americana ESA 
Experimental 
Nonessential, 
MBTA 

Nest along marshes, bogs, 
and shallow lakes. 

Habitat for this species 
does not occur within the 
project area.  

Mexican 
spotted owl 

Strix 
occidentalis 
lucida 

ESA 
Threatened 

Canyons and dense forests 
above 4,100 feet. 

Habitat for this species 
does not occur within the 
project area.  

southwestern 
willow 
flycatcher 

Empidonax 
traillii extimus 

NESL Group 2; 
ESA 
Endangered; 
MBTA 

Cottonwood/willow and 
tamarisk vegetation 
communities along rivers 
and streams. 

A breeding pair is located 
near Bluff, Utah. This 
species may occur in or 
near the project area. 
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Table 2. Special Status Species with the Potential to Occur within or near the McElmo Creek 
Bridge Project Area, continued 

Common Name Scientific Name Status Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 
in Project Area 

yellow-billed 
cuckoo 

Coccyzus 
americanus 

ESA Candidate; 
MBTA 

Streamside cottonwood, 
willow grove, and large 
mesquite bosques for 
migration and breeding 
preferred. 

Habitat for this species 
does not occur within the 
project area. No known 
populations are present in 
the project area. 

Gunnison sage-
grouse 

Centrocercus 
minimus 

ESA Candidate Large expanses of sage 
with a diversity of grasses 
and forbs and healthy 
riparian ecosystems. The 
Gunnison sage-grouse is 
dependent on sagebrush 
for forage.  

Habitat for this species 
does not occur within the 
project area. 

mountain 
plover 

Charadrius 
montanus 

NESL Group 4; 
ESA Proposed 
threatened; 
MBTA 

Nests in flat slightly rolling 
expanses of grassland, 
semi-desert, or badlands in 
areas with sparse 
vegetation.  Nest is a 
scrape of dirt often next to 
a grass clump or old cow 
manure pile. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

American 
dipper 

Cinclus 
mexicanus 

NESL Group 3; 
MBTA 

Nest in ledges or crevices 
in stream bank structures 
of small cliffs, large rocks, 
fallen logs, and tree roots. 

Habitat for this species 
may occur in or near the 
project area. 

gray wolf Canis lupus ESA 
Endangered, 
Experimental 
nonessential 

Montane woodlands and 
grasslands with adequate 
prey species such as deer 
and elk. 

This species has not been 
documented in or near the 
project area. 

black-footed 
ferret 

Mustela nigripes NESL Group 2; 
ESA 
Endangered, 
Experimental 
nonessential  

Prairies and grasslands, 
especially where prairie 
dog towns are present. 

Habitat for this species 
may occur in or near the 
project area. 

bluehead 
sucker 

Catostomus 
discobolus 

NESL Group 4 Occupies a wide range of 
conditions within rivers and 
streams. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

roundtail Chub Gila robusta NESL Group 2 Warm water, mid-elevation 
streams. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

Colorado 
pikeminnow 

Ptychocheilus 
lucius 

NESL Group 2, 
ESA 
Endangered  

Large, permanent streams. The project area is likely 
within the Critcal Habitat 
Boundaries. This species 
may occur in or near the 
project area. 

mottled sculpin Cottus bairdi NESL Group 4 Adults prefer fast moving 
streams with a coarse 
gravel substrate while 
juveniles are found in 
slower moving section with 
a silt substrate. Prefers 
cool, clear, and swift moun-
tain streams and rivers. 

Habitat for this species 
may occur in or near the 
project area. 
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Table 2. Special Status Species with the Potential to Occur within or near the McElmo Creek 
Bridge Project Area, continued 

Common Name Scientific Name Status Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 
in Project Area 

razorback 
sucker 

Xyrauchen 
texanus 

NESL Group 2; 
ESA 
Endangered 

Riverine and lacustrine 
areas, generally not in fast 
moving water and may use 
backwaters. 

The project area is likely 
within the Critical Habitat 
Boundaries. This species 
may occur in or near the 
project area. 

bonytail chub Gila elegans ESA 
Endangered 

Mainstream portions of 
mid- to large-sized rivers 
including pool and strong 
current areas, Currently 
found in isolated 
populations.  

None are known to occur 
near the project area. 

humpback chub Gila cypha ESA 
Endangered 

Turbulent, high-gradient, 
canyon-bound reaches of 
the Colorado River 
drainage, limited to six 
populations. 

None are known to occur 
near the project area. 

northern 
leopard frog 

Rana pipiens NESL Group 2 Wetland areas including 
ditches, small streams, 
rivers, small ponds, 
marshes, lakes, and 
reservoirs. 

This species may occur in 
or near the project area. 

Cronquist 
milkvetch 

Astragalus 

cronquistii 

NESL Group 4  Salt desert shrub and 
blackbrush communities on 
sandy or gravelly soils 
derived from the Cutler and 
Morrison Formations.  
Elev. 4,750–5,800 feet. 

This species is known to  
occur within three miles of 
the project area. 

Navajo sedge Carex 
specuicola 

NESL Group 3; 
ESA 
Threatened 

Silty soils at shady seeps 
and springs. 

This species has not been 
documented in or near the 
project area. 

waterfowl and 
shorebirds 

- MBTA Perennial sources of water 
including lakes, streams, 
and reservoirs. 

 

These species may be 
found in the project area, 
however, would likely not 
be affected by the project. 

Status Abbreviation and Definitions  

NESL = Navajo Endangered Species Lists 
 Group 1: Those species or subspecies that no longer occur on the Navajo Nation. 
 Group 2: Endangered; a species or subspecies whose prospects of survival or recruitment within the Navajo Nation are in jeopardy.  
 Group 3: Endangered; a species or subspecies whose prospects of survival or recruitment within the Navajo Nation are likely to be in jeopardy 

in the foreseeable future. 
 Group 4: Any species or subspecies for which the Navajo Nation Department of Fish and Wildlife does not currently have sufficient information 

to support their being listed in Groups 2 or 3 but has reason to consider them. 
ESA = Federal Endangered Species Act 
MBTA = Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
EPA = Eagle Protection Act 

 

These sources provided information regarding the threatened and endangered species and special 
status species known to occur, or that potentially may occur, on or near the project area. 
Qualified biologists with SWCA Environmental Consultants (SWCA) surveyed the area 
described above on August 18, 2005.  The reconnaissance consisted of a pedestrian survey of 
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each distinctive vegetation type on the property. A U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topo-
graphical map (USGS Aneth 7.5' Quadrangle) of the surrounding area and a project area map 
were used for locating the project boundaries and for general orientation.   

It was determined that the proposed project is unlikely to impact any sensitive wildlife or plant 
species if the construction activity is limited to the 240-foot-wide right-of-way (ROW) surveyed 
and the proposed undertaking could be pursued without further consultation. Table 2 contains a 
list of special status species that may have habitat near the project area.  

Fourteen federally listed endangered, threatened, and candidate species and fifteen species 
identified in the Navajo Nation Endangered Species lists are addressed in this BE (twenty-three 
total species due to overlap; Table 2).   

No special status species listed in Table 2 were observed within the project area during the site 
survey. Those species listed in Table 2 that would not be impacted from the proposed road 
improvements because no suitable habitat was identified within the project area were omitted 
from further analyses.  Table 3 lists special status species that have potentially suitable habitat 
within the project area and known range within the vicinity of the project area. 

SPECIAL STATUS SPECIES EVALUATION 

Species identified in Table 3 that may occur in the project site were evaluated for potential 
impacts from the proposed bridge replacement.  Species biology, analysis of effects, and 
determination of effects are completed for each species. 

GOLDEN EAGLE (AQUILA CHRYSAETOS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The golden eagle is a large bird with a wingspan of approximately 7 feet.  Its coloration is 
uniformly dark below, sometimes with a slight lightening at the base of the tail and obscure light 
bands across the tail.  The hind-neck has a golden coloration that distinguishes the golden eagle 
from juvenile bald eagles (Peterson 1990).  Golden eagles feed mainly on small- and medium-
sized mammals but also consume birds, reptiles, and fish (Johnsgard 1990). They are widespread 
across mountainous regions of the northern hemisphere.  Habitat for the species is badlands, 
mountains, foothills, plains, and open grasslands associated with rock outcrops and cliff 
formations (Peterson 1990, Mikesic and Nystedt 2001).  These eagles typically nest on top of 
cliffs or in large trees with a surrounding view of the landscape (Peterson 1990, Johnsgard 1990).  
Foraging habitat is open country with available perches and shrub-steppe vegetation that 
provides habitat for large populations of prey such as rabbits (Johnsgard 1990). 

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The NNDFW identified the project area as having potential habitat for the golden eagle.  Site 
reconnaissance confirmed that nesting habitat was not present. The site was identified as having 
minimal potential foraging habitat. The foraging habitat found within the proposed project is 
impacted by the presence of the road and livestock grazing, which makes the foraging habitat 
less desirable when compared to the surrounding area.   
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Table 3.  Species with Suitable Habitat in the Project Area 

Common Name Scientific Name Status 

golden eagle Aquila chrysaetos NESL Group 3; MBTA; EPA 

ferruginous hawk Buteo regalis NESL Group 3; MBTA 

peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus NESL Group 4; MBTA 

bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus ESA Threatened; MBTA; 
EPA 

mountain plover Charadrius montanus NESL Group 4; ESA 
Proposed threatened; MBTA 

American dipper Cinclus mexicanus NESL Group 3; MBTA 

southwestern willow flycatcher 
 

Empidonax traillii extimus NESL Group 2; ESA 
Endangered; MBTA 

black-footed ferret Mustela nigripes NESL Group 2; ESA 
Endangered, Experimental 
nonessential  

Colorado pikeminnow Ptychocheilus lucius NESL Group 2, ESA 
Endangered  

mottled sculpin Cottus bairdi NESL Group 4 

razorback sucker Xyrauchen texanus NESL Group 2; ESA 
Endangered 

roundtail chub Gila robusta NESL Group 2 

bluehead sucker Catostomus discobolus NESL Group 4 

northern leopard frog Rana pipiens NESL Group 2 

Cronquist milkvetch Astragalus cronquistii NESL Group 4  

Status Abbreviation and Definitions:  
NESL = Navajo Endangered Species Lists 
 Group 1: Those species or subspecies that no longer occur on the Navajo Nation. 
 Group 2: Endangered; a species or subspecies whose prospects of survival or recruitment within the Navajo Nation are in 

jeopardy.  
 Group 3: Endangered; a species or subspecies whose prospects of survival or recruitment within the Navajo Nation are 

likely to be in jeopardy in the foreseeable future. 
 Group 4: Any species or subspecies for which the Navajo Nation Department of Fish and Wildlife does not currently have 

sufficient information to support their being listed in Groups 2 or 3 but has reason to consider them. 
ESA = Federal Endangered Species Act 
MBTA = Migratory Bird Treaty Act 

EPA = Eagle Protection Act 

 

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

The proposed development would have no effect on the golden eagle. 

FERRUGINOUS HAWK (BUTEO REGALIS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The ferruginous hawk is a large, narrow-winged hawk approximately 23–25 inches in length.   
It is red-tinted above and whitish below, with a red-tinted or whitish tail and a light patch on the 
upper surface of the primaries.  Overhead, these hawks typically show a dark “V-pattern” formed 



 

9 

by the red-tinted thighs contrasting with the white belly (Peterson 1990).  The species feeds 
almost entirely on grassland rodents and rabbits (Johnsgard 1990).  Ferruginous hawks breed in 
western North America from southwestern Canada throughout the western United States and 
winter in northern Mexico and the Southwest.  Habitat for the species is open plains, prairies, 
badlands, rolling desert grasslands, and desertscrub (Peterson 1990, Milkesic and Nystedt 2001). 
Optimum habitat is unbroken prairie grassland that is, at most, slightly grazed, with elevated 
nesting sites associated with hills and ridge systems separating broad, flat valleys (Johnsgard 
1990).  Nesting typically occurs on cliffs, rock pinnacles, small buttes, or in trees (Peterson 1990, 
Mikesic and Nystedt 2001). 

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

Suitable nesting habitat for the ferruginous hawk is not present in the project area. Site 
reconnaissance concluded that the site does not have elevated structures that would provide 
suitable nesting habitat.   Foraging habitat at the proposed site is minimal due to the small area 
being developed, the high level of disturbance that currently exists in the area, and grazing 
disturbance from domesticated animals.  

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

The proposed developments would have no effect on the ferruginous hawk. 

PEREGRINE FALCON (FALCO PEREGRINUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

Peregrine falcons nest on cliff ledges and occasionally on tall buildings.  Nest sites are often near 
open water, and the same nest site may be used for many years.  Females typically lay three or 
four eggs.  Both adults share in the incubation duties.  Chicks hatch after approximately 30 days, 
and young fledge from the nest 35 to 42 days after hatching (Ehrlich et al. 1988). Peregrine 
falcons feed almost exclusively on other birds, most of which are taken in flight.  
 
Peregrine populations declined drastically starting in the 1940s as the result of eggshell thinning 
caused by organochloride pesticides, primarily DDT.  Peregrine falcons in the eastern United 
States and eastern Canada were essentially extirpated by the mid 1960s, and peregrine 
populations in the western United States were also significantly reduced (64 FR 46542–46558).  
The American peregrine falcon was listed as endangered in 1970 (35 FR 8491). Peregrine 
populations rebounded with widespread reintroduction efforts following the ban of DDT.  The 
species was removed from the endangered species list in August 1999 (64 FR 46542–46558). 
 
ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The NNDFW identified the project area as having potential habitat for the peregrine falcon. 
However, site reconnaissance confirmed that nesting and foraging habitat was not present.   
The site was identified as having minimal potential foraging habitat. The foraging habitat found 
within the proposed project is impacted by the presence of SR-262 and livestock grazing, which 
makes the foraging habitat less desirable when compared to the surrounding area.   
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DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

The proposed road improvements would have no effect on the peregrine falcon. 

BALD EAGLE (HALIAEETUS LEUCOCEPHALUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

Bald eagles breed in most of central and southern Canada south to the Great Lakes and Maine, 
along the Atlantic and Gulf Coast, and along the Pacific Coast from Alaska to Baja California 
(Sibley 2000).  There are also disjunct breeding populations where suitable habitat occurs in the 
interior United States.  Bald eagle breeding habitat is characterized by large trees capable of 
supporting a nest and a nearby water source that provides an adequate supply of medium- to 
large-sized fish (Johnsgard 1990).   
 
Bald eagles migrate from the northern portions of their range to winter in the southern United 
States and northern Mexico.  Wintering habitats for bald eagles are less closely associated with 
water than are summer habitats (Evans 1982).  Roost sites for bald eagles are usually in fairly 
open stands with trees that are taller than surrounding canopy (Stalmaster and Newman 1978, 
Keister and Anthony 1983).  Bald eagles commonly eat fish, but will also consume ducks, 
rodents, snakes, and carrion. 
 
The widespread use of DDT and other organochlorine compounds in the late 1940s through 1972 
resulted in eggshell thinning and reproductive failure among bald eagles in the lower 48 states.  
Bald eagles were listed as endangered south of the fortieth parallel in 1967 (32 FR 4001) and as 
endangered throughout the lower 48 states in 1978, except in Michigan, Minnesota, Oregon, 
Washington, and Wisconsin, where the species was listed as threatened (43 FR 6233).  Bald 
eagle populations began recovering after formal protection was established and DDT was 
banned.  All bald eagles in the lower 48 states were reclassified as threatened in 1995 (60 FR 
36000–36010).  Bald eagles are currently proposed for delisting throughout their range (64 FR 
36454–36464). 
 
ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The NNDFW identified the project area as having potential habitat for the bald eagle. Site 
reconnaissance confirmed that nesting habitat is not present and there is minimal potential 
foraging habitat. The foraging habitat found within the proposed project is impacted by the 
presence of the road and livestock grazing, which makes the foraging habitat less desirable when 
compared to the surrounding area.   

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

The proposed bridge construction would have no effect on the bald eagle. 
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MOUNTAIN PLOVER (CHARADRIUS MONTANUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The mountain plover has a breeding range that includes most of Montana, Wyoming, and eastern 
Colorado, central to northern New Mexico, and the Oklahoma and Texas panhandles.  
The species has a wintering range that includes central California; and the southern parts of 
Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas.   

The mountain plover nests in flat to slightly rolling expanses of grassland, semi-desert, or 
badlands, with short, sparse vegetation and large, bare areas often occupying more than one third 
of the total area.  The mountain plover can typically be found in areas disturbed by grazing and 
will nest in plowed areas or cultivated fields.  The nest of the mountain plover consists of a 
scrape in the dirt, often next to a clump of grass or cow manure. 

The mountain plover is on the Navajo Endangered Species List Group 4, which means currently 
there is insufficient information to support listing as a Group 2 (prospects of survival or 
recruitment are in jeopardy) or Group3 (prospects of survival or recruitment are likely to be in 
jeopardy in the foreseeable future) species.  

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The project area occurs on the Aneth quadrangle, which is within the area identified by the 
NNDFW as having potential nesting habitat for the mountain plover. However, breeding 
locations on the Navajo Nation are only known to occur in New Mexico.  Suitable nesting and 
wintering habitat is present in the project area, however due to the high level of human 
disturbance and presence of an existing roadway, the habitat is of poor quality.  No individuals 
were detected during site reconnaissance.  

DETERMINATION OF EFFECT 

The proposed developments would have no effect on the mountain plover.  

AMERICAN DIPPER (CINCLUS MEXICANUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The American dipper is found throughout the west in small, clear unpolluted streams where it 
forages exclusively for aquatic insects. Many American dippers spend their lives in one 
watershed, nesting in ledges, crevices, cliffs, large rocks and large woody debris. Usually 
dippers' nests are placed where water spray keeps the outer layers of the structure moist.  
The nests are about a foot in diameter and composed of an outer shell of moss and debris and 
small amounts of interwoven grass and roots, with an inner, cup-like lining of dry, coarse grass. 
The entrance to the nest is through a small hole in the side. Nests are often reused year after year. 
Dippers generally lay four eggs during the period from April through June.  The young birds 
spend about 24 days in the nest.  
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ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

McElmo Creek, as it runs through the project area, does not contain suitable habitat for the 
American dipper. The stream is turbid, carrying heavy loads of sand and silt throughout most of 
the year. Furthermore, nesting habitat is not present on the project area (i.e. large woody debris, 
cliffs or ledges).  

DETERMINATION OF EFFECT 

The proposed bridge realignment would have no effect on the American dipper.  
 
SOUTHWESTERN WILLOW FLYCATCHER (EMPIDONAX TRAILLII EXTIMUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The southwestern willow flycatcher is one of four subspecies of the willow flycatcher.   
Its breeding range includes southern California, southern Nevada, southern Utah, Arizona, New 
Mexico, and southwestern Colorado.  All subspecies of the willow flycatcher winter in Mexico 
and Central America (Sogge et al. 1997). 
 
Southwestern willow flycatchers arrive on their breeding grounds between late April and mid-
June (Sogge et al. 1997).  The southwestern willow flycatcher breeds exclusively in dense 
riparian vegetation at elevations ranging from sea level to over 8,500 feet.  Flycatcher nests are 
typically near open water or saturated soil.  The dominant plant species, vegetation structure, and 
vegetation height vary widely among sites.  Southwestern willow flycatchers are insectivorous, 
catching prey in the air or gleaning them from foliage (Ehrlich et al. 1988). 
 
Threats to southwestern willow flycatchers include the widespread loss of riparian habitat 
throughout the southwestern United States.  Fire has caused habitat loss at several breeding sites 
and is considered a critical threat to occupied and potential southwestern willow flycatcher 
habitat (Finch and Stoleson 2000).  Southwestern willow flycatchers are also threatened by brood 
parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds (Molothrus ater).  Increases in cowbird populations are 
associated with livestock grazing, agriculture, and forest cutting.  The southwestern willow 
flycatcher was listed as endangered in 1995 (60 FR 10694–10715).   
 
ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The site was identified by the NNDFW as having potential habitat for the southwestern willow 
flycatcher. The closest known breeding location is near Bluff, Utah, approximately twenty miles 
away. Very little dense riparian vegetation is found on the site, what is present grows in a narrow 
band along the edge of McElmo Creek. Additionally, the area is disturbed by the roadway, 
livestock, and human activity and is less desirable than habitat found along the San Juan River 
nearby.  

DETERMINATION OF EFFECT 

The proposed bridge replacement would have no effect on the southwestern willow flycatcher.  
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BLACK FOOTED FERRET (MUSTELA NIGRIPES) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY  

The black-footed ferret, a member of the weasel family (mustelids), was listed as endangered in 
1970 (35 FR 8491–8498) and is one of the most rare mammals in North America. Black-footed 
ferrets were assumed to be extinct until a remnant population was discovered in 1981 near the 
town of Meeteetse in northwestern Wyoming (Forrest et al. 1985).  This population was removed 
from the wild for captive breeding and reintroduction programs (Finch, 1992). Kits produced 
through this program have been released at several sites in the western United States, including 
the Coyote Basin area of Uintah County, Utah in late 1999. Although the black-footed ferret is 
an endangered species, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have classified the re-introduced 
populations as “experimental-nonessential”. In addition to Utah's re-introduced black-footed 
ferret population, unconfirmed sightings of naturally occurring ferrets persist throughout eastern 
Utah (UDWR 2005b). 

Ferrets exhibit a wide tolerance of environmental conditions and historically occupied habitats 
that ranged from the eastern plains to middle-elevation intermontane basins and elevated 
montane valleys in excess of 8,000 feet.  Historic distribution of black-footed ferrets closely 
paralleled that of prairie dog species (Hubbard and Schmitt 1984).  

The dependency of the black-footed ferret on prairie dogs as a food item is so great that 
reduction in numbers of ferrets is directly related to reduction in prairie dog numbers 
(Hoffmeister, 1986). It has been assumed that the ferret is almost totally dependent on the prairie 
dog, preying on it as a preferred source of food (Hubbard et al. 1979). 

Loss of habitat is the primary reason black-footed ferrets remain near the brink of extinction. 
Conversion of grasslands to agricultural uses, widespread prairie dog eradication programs and 
plague have reduced ferret habitat to less than 2 percent of what once existed. Remaining habitat 
is now fragmented, with prairie dog towns separated by great expanses of cropland and human 
development. Many other sensitive species such as burrowing owls, mountain plovers, golden 
eagles, swift fox, and ferruginous hawks are strongly linked to this habitat for their survival 
(Forrest et al. 1985). 

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The NNDFW identified the project area as having potential habitat for the black-footed ferret.  
Site reconnaissance confirmed that prairie dog towns required for foraging and den sites were not 
present in the project area.  

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

Due to the dependence of black-footed ferrets on prairie dog towns for survival and the absence 
of these habitats in the project area, the project would have no effect on the black-footed ferret. 

 



 

14 

COLORADO PIKEMINNOW   (PTYCHOCHEILUS LUCIUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

This species was first reported in the upper basin of the Colorado River in 1825 (Morgan 1964) 
where it was common in the Green and Upper Colorado rivers and their tributaries (Banks 1964, 
Vanicek 1967, Holden and Stalnaker 1975).  Wild populations of Colorado pikeminnow are now 
found only in the upper Colorado River basin in the Green, Colorado, and San Juan rivers and 
many of their major tributaries.  The species currently occupies only about 25 percent of its 
historic range basin-wide.   

The Colorado pikeminnow was first listed as endangered in 1967 (32 FR 4001).  Full protection 
under the Endangered Species Act (as amended) occurred upon its listing in the Federal Register 
(39 FR 1175) on January 4, 1974.  Critical habitat was designated on March 21, 1994 (59 FR 
13374–13400) and includes the San Juan River and its 100-year floodplain. 

Colorado pikeminnow live in warm regions of the mainstem and larger tributaries of the 
Colorado River basin.  Adults occupy deep, low-velocity eddies, pools, and runs year-round 
(Valdez and Masslich 1989; Tyus 1990, 1991) and frequent seasonally flooded bottomlands in 
spring (Tyus 1991).  Spawning occurs in canyon areas over cobble substrates with interstitial 
voids containing little or no organics (Lamarra et al. 1985, Tyus and Haines 1991).  Young 
emerge as larvae and drift downstream to shallow backwaters in sandy, alluvial regions, where 
they remain through most of their first year of life (Holden 1977, Tyus and Haines 1991, Muth 
and Snyder 1995).   

Young Colorado pikeminnow remain near nursery areas for the first 2–4 years of life and then 
move upstream to recruit to adult populations and establish home ranges (Osmundson et al. 
1998).  Adult Colorado pikeminnow remain in home ranges during fall, winter, and spring and 
may move considerable distances to and from spawning areas in summer.  Adults may return in 
consecutive years to overwinter in the same areas (Wick et al. 1981, Valdez and Masslich 1989). 

Adult Colorado pikeminnow are piscivorous and are the main predator in the Colorado River 
basin (Vanicek and Kramer 1969, Minckley 1973, Holden and Wick 1982).  Cladocerans, 
copepods, and midge larvae are the principal food items of young up to 2 inches long in nursery 
backwaters (Vanicek 1967, Jacobi and Jacobi 1982, Muth and Snyder 1995).  Insects became 
important food items for fish up to 4 inches in length. Adults consume primarily soft-rayed 
fishes, including bluehead sucker (Catostomus discobolus), flannelmouth sucker (C. latipinnis), 
red shiners (Cyprinella lutrensis), sand shiners (Notropis stramineus), and fathead minnows 
(Pimephales promelas) (Osmundson 1999). 

Declines in Colorado pikeminnow populations have been attributed to habitat alteration and 
interactions with non-native fishes.  Historically, Colorado pikeminnow migrated long distances 
to spawn.  Over 20 dams on the mainstem Colorado River and its tributaries have interrupted 
migration patterns and altered habitats above and below the dams.  The dams have altered the 
natural hydrograph, reducing spring runoff, increasing summer base flows, increasing daily 
fluctuations, and greatly reducing water temperatures immediately below the dams. The former 
seasonal variation in flows was important in provide spawning cues and in preparing and 
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maintaining spawning and nursery habitat.  The cold temperatures below the dams exclude 
warm-water species of native fishes.  The introduction and proliferation of many species of 
exotic fishes have also been implicated in the decline of Colorado pikeminnow through 
competition and predation, particularly of young fish (USFWS 1991). 

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The project area is contained within Critical Habitat for Colorado pikeminnow. Pikeminnow are 
known to occur in the San Juan River (Ryden 2005 pers. comm.) and juveniles may utilize 
McElmo Creek when the San Juan River is high enough to create backwaters and areas of low 
water velocity in McElmo Creek.   

The proposed new bridge would span McElmo Creek, eliminating the need for piers in the 
creekbed. There may be temporary disturbances to McElmo Creek during removal of the pier 
supporting the existing bridge in the form of sediment.  To minimize the possibility of impacts to 
the Colorado pikeminnow, if present, we recommend the existing pier be removed during the 
months when flows are lowest in the San Juan River. This would ensure that there would be no 
backwater habitat at the mouth of McElmo Creek that could be utilized by this species. Flows in 
McElmo Creek and the San Juan River are lowest during the winter months of November–
January (USGS 2005). There may be temporary surface disturbances near the stream bank top 
during construction. Neither water chemistry nor quantity would be affected by proposed 
activities.  

Protection for Colorado pikeminnow and other fish species that may utilize McElmo Creek and 
the San Juan River would be offered through standard EPA permitting requirements.  This 
project would require the issuance of an National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES) permit and the formulation of a Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) that 
implements Best Management Practices (BMP), including structural and operational controls, to 
prevent the migration of pollutants (including sediments) from construction storm water runoff 
into McElmo Creek.  Proper implementation of the SWPPP must be conducted to afford 
adequate protection to eliminate potential impacts to Colorado pikeminnow and their critical 
habitat. 

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

Potential negative impacts to Colorado pikeminnow and their critical habitat would be reduced 
or eliminated with the implementation of the SWPPP as required by the EPA for this project. If 
the SWPPP is implemented properly, this project would have no effect on the Colorado 
pikeminnow or their critical habitat. 

MOTTLED SCULPIN (COTTUS BAIRDI) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The mottled sculpin is a small, bottom-dwelling, ‘cold-water’ fish native to areas in both eastern 
and western North America. This wide distribution is likely due to its marine ancestry.  
The species is native to Utah and common in many of Utah's coldwater streams (BISON 2005). 
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Mottled sculpin are native to the San Juan River basin including the Pine, Navajo, Animas, and 
San Juan rivers upstream from Shiprock (Sublette et al 1990). 

The mottled sculpin lives between and beneath rocks in riffles of cool streams, or, occasionally, 
in lakes (Sublette et al 1990). Mottled sculpin are most often found on clean rock substrates 
composed of boulder, cobble, and pebble; however, adult females show an affinity for silty 
substrates, occurring there twice as often as either males or immature fish (Matheson and Brooks 
1983, Zarbock 1952). Trout predation can devastate mottled sculpin populations in areas where 
adequate cover habitat is not available.  

Mottled sculpin feed at night, primarily on aquatic insect larvae, supplemented by small fishes, 
crayfish, fish eggs, and plant matter.  Sculpins may also consume trout eggs and are potential 
competitors with trout for food resources (Sigler and Sigler 1996). 

The mottled sculpin spawns from late winter through the spring. Male sculpin spawn with 
multiple females, and then guard the eggs for approximately 14–20 days until they hatch.  
Eggs adhere to the bottom under rubble/cobble or among gravel or under objects (Sublette et al. 
1990). 

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

Habitat for the mottled sculpin does not occur in the project area. Mottled sculpin are considered 
a cold-water species, similar to trout, and temperatures in McElmo Creek are generally warmer.  

Protection for fish species that may utilize McElmo Creek would be offered through standard 
EPA permitting requirements.  This project would require the issuance of an NPDES permit and 
the formulation of a SWPPP that implements BMPs including structural and operational 
controls, to prevent the migration of pollutants (including sediments) from construction storm 
water runoff into McElmo Creek.  Proper implementation of the SWPPP must be conducted to 
afford adequate protection to eliminate potential impacts to mottled sculpin. 

The Navajo Nation Department of Fish and Wildlife suggests measures to avoid disturbance to 
mottled sculpin, in areas where it occurs. These include no surface disturbance within 30–60 m 
of the stream bank top as well as proper water chemistry maintenance. 

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

The proposed project would have no effect on mottled sculpin. 

RAZORBACK SUCKER  (XYRAUCHEN TEXANUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The razorback sucker was first described in 1860. The distribution and abundance of razorback 
suckers declined during the twentieth century throughout their historical range. The species 
currently exists naturally only in a few small, discontinuous populations or as dispersed 
individuals.  The species was listed as endangered in 1991 (56 FR 54957), and critical habitat 
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was designated in 1994 (59 FR 13374–13400) including the San Juan River and its 100-year 
flood plain.   

Razorback suckers continue to spawn and produce larvae but very few juveniles have been 
found, and substantial natural recruitment has not occurred in the last 40–50 years.  The wild 
population, composed primarily of aging adults, is in steep decline.  In the lower basin of the 
Colorado River, the species was extirpated from the Salton Sea by the late 1920s and from the 
Gila River drainage by the late 1960s (Minckley et al. 1991, Muth et al. 2000).  Razorback 
suckers have persisted in the lower mainstem Colorado River, concentrating in Lakes Mohave 
and Mead (Minckley 1983).  Few and decreasing numbers of wild fish have also been caught in 
Lake Havasu, at several other locations along the river, and in water diversion facilities (Bozek 
et al. 1991, Minckley et al. 1991).  Only eight razorback suckers were captured in the Grand 
Canyon reach between 1978 and 1990 (Valdez 1996), although several suckers that appear to be 
razorback/flannelmouth sucker (Catostomus latipinnis) hybrids have been reported (Suttkus et al. 
1976, Maddux et al. 1987, Valdez and Ryel 1995, Douglas and Marsh 1999). 

Adult razorback suckers tend to occupy different habitats seasonally, and can do well in both still 
and moving water (Minckley et al. 1991).  In rivers, they are most often found in low-velocity 
currents and more rarely in turbulent canyon reaches (Tyus 1987, Lanigan and Tyus 1989, Tyus 
and Karp 1990, Bestgen 1990, Minckley et al. 1991).  Bottomlands, low-lying wetlands, and 
oxbow channels appear to be important habitats for all life stages of razorback sucker in the 
upper basin of the Colorado River (Modde et al. 1996, Muth et al. 2000), including the Green 
and San Juan rivers.  These areas provide warm water temperatures, low-velocity flows, and 
increased food availability (Tyus and Karp 1990, Modde 1997, Wydoski and Wick 1998).  
Temperature is an important aspect of habitat for razorback suckers.  Thermal preference for 
adults was 22.9–24.8°C, based on electronic shuttle box studies.  Lower avoidance temperature 
was 8.0–14.7°C, and upper avoidance temperature was 27.4–31.6°C (Bulkley and Pimentel 
1983). 

During the breeding season (mostly April–June), when river flows are high, adult razorback 
suckers congregate in flooded bottomlands and gravel pits, backwaters, and impounded tributary 
mouths near spawning sites (Holden and Crist 1981, Valdez and Wick 1983, Tyus 1987, Tyus 
and Karp 1990, Modde and Wick 1997, Modde and Irving 1998).  Within the last 20 years, 
aggregations of razorback suckers have been observed in these types of environments, usually 
upstream of areas with broad floodplains (Tyus et al. 1982, Valdez et al. 1982, Modde et al. 
1996).   

Young razorback suckers are thought to occupy shallow, warm, low-velocity habitats in littoral 
zones, backwaters, and inundated floodplains and tributary mouths downstream of spawning 
bars.  This inference is based on the few larval and young juveniles collected in the upper basin, 
observations of hatchery-reared fish, and analogy with other native fish in the Colorado River 
system (Smith 1959; Sigler and Miller 1963; Taba et al. 1965; Tyus 1987; Minckley et al. 1991; 
Modde 1996, 1997).  Young-of-year appear to stay in these sheltered habitats for several weeks 
after hatching and then disperse to deeper water (Minckley et al. 1991).  In lakeside rearing 
ponds in the lower basin, juvenile razorback suckers hide during the day in dense aquatic 
vegetation, under debris, and in rock cavities (USBOR 1996). 
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All life stages of razorback sucker consume insects, zooplankton, phytoplankton, algae, and 
detritus; however, diet varies by age and habitat (Bestgen 1990, Muth et al. 2000).  Within 
several days of hatching, larval razorback suckers begin to feed on plankton (Muth et al. 2000).  
As the terminal mouth migrates to a sub-terminal position, they begin feeding on benthos as well 
(Marsh and Minckley 1985).  Muth et al. (1998) reported that in riverine environments in the 
upper basin, chironomids constituted the dominant food item for razorback sucker larvae of all 
lengths.  Chironomids are among most common benthic invertebrates in riverine nursery habitats 
of the upper basin.  The diet of riverine adult razorback suckers consists mostly of benthic 
organisms (immature Ephemeroptera, Trichoptera, and Chironomidae) and lesser amounts of 
algae, detritus, and inorganic material.   

Declines in razorback sucker populations have been attributed to interactions with non-native 
fishes, habitat destruction and alteration, and changes in water quality.  River impoundments that 
result in perennially cold temperatures downstream may affect reproduction (Minckley et al. 
1991).   

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The project area is contained within Critical Habitat for razorback sucker as designated in 1994 
(59 FR 13374–13400). Critical habitat includes the San Juan River and the 100-year flood plain, 
which extends into McElmo Creek and the project area.  A gravel bar on the San Juan River 
located approximately 2,600 feet downstream of the confluence with McElmo Creek has been 
identified as an active spawning location for razorback suckers (Ryden 2005 pers. comm.). 
Razorback suckers generally spawn from April to May in this reach of the San Juan River and 
juvenile suckers may utilize McElmo Creek when the San Juan River is high enough to create 
backwaters and areas of low water velocity in McElmo Creek.  

The proposed new bridge would span McElmo Creek, eliminating the need for piers in the 
creekbed. There may be temporary disturbances to McElmo Creek during removal of the pier 
supporting the existing bridge in the form of sediment.  To minimize the possibility of impacts to 
the razorback sucker, if present, we recommend the existing pier be removed during the months 
when flows are lowest in the San Juan River. This would ensure that there would be no 
backwater habitat at the mouth of McElmo Creek that could be utilized by this species. Flows in 
McElmo Creek and the San Juan River are lowest during the winter months of November–
January (USGS 2005). There may be temporary surface disturbances near the stream bank top 
during construction. Neither water chemistry nor quantity would be affected by proposed 
activities.  

Protection for razorback sucker and other fish species that may utilize McElmo Creek and the 
San Juan River would be offered through standard EPA permitting requirements.  This project 
would require the issuance of an NPDES permit and the formulation of a SWPPP that 
implements BMPs, including structural and operational controls, to prevent the migration of 
pollutants (including sediments) from industrial storm water runoff into McElmo Creek.  Proper 
implementation of the SWPPP must be conducted to afford adequate protection to eliminate 
potential impacts to razorback suckers and their critical habitat. 
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DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

Potential negative impacts to razorback suckers and their critical habitat would be reduced or 
eliminated with the implementation of the SWPPP as required by the EPA for this project. If the 
SWPPP is implemented properly during construction and completion of the project, the project 
would have no effect on razorback suckers or their critical habitat. 

ROUNDTAIL CHUB (GILA ROBUSTA) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The roundtail chub is a member of the minnow family (Cyprinidae).  It is in the taxonomically 
difficult genus Gila, which includes perhaps 30 species spread over western North America.  
Many members of the genus are classified as rare, threatened, or endangered.  Eight species are 
known from Arizona, five of which are endemic to the Colorado River basin (Weedman et al. 
1996).  The taxonomy of the roundtail chub has been controversial, with four subspecies 
variously recognized (BISON 2005). 

Roundtail chub are known from the larger tributaries of the Colorado River basin from Wyoming 
south to Arizona and New Mexico, as well as from the Rio Yaqui in northwestern Mexico.   
This species is now rare in most of the larger river portions of the Gila, Salt, and Verde rivers 
and was extirpated from the Zuni and San Francisco rivers in New Mexico by 1948 (BISON 
2005).  It persists in the tributaries of the Gila and San Juan basins in New Mexico (BISON 
2005) and in the mainstem tributaries of the Verde and Salt Rivers in Arizona, as well as in 
canals in metropolitan Phoenix (AGFD 1996, 2005).   

Roundtail chub occupy small streams to large rivers in mid elevation areas (2,000-5,000 feet). 
Adults are often found in deep pools or in eddies adjacent to riffles and runs (Minckley 1973, 
Brouder et al. 2000). Cover is usually present in the form of large boulders, submerged trees or 
branches, rootwads, undercut cliff walls, or deep water (AGFD 2005). Young roundtail chub 
generally occupy quiet backwaters and other shallow, low-velocity water adjacent to overhead 
bank cover.  All age groups prefer cobble-rubble, sand-cobble, or sand-gravel substrates (BISON 
2005). 

Roundtail chub are opportunistic feeders, consuming aquatic and terrestrial insects, gastropods, 
crustaceans, other fishes, and filamentous algae.  Young roundtail chub feed on small insects, 
crustaceans, and algae (reviewed by Girmendonk and Young 1997).  

Roundtail chub reproduce in late spring and early summer.  Spawning generally coincides with 
subsidence of spring runoff and may be induced by increasing water temperature.  Adhesive eggs 
are laid in pools and moderate-velocity runs with gravel and cobble substrates, generally in 
association with submerged cover (AGFD 2005). 

Declines in roundtail chub populations have been attributed to interactions with non-native 
fishes, habitat destruction and alteration, and changes in water quality.  Populations of roundtail 
chub have been reduced or eliminated by competition with and predation by non-native fishes 
and by habitat alteration (AGFD 1996). River impoundments that result in perennially cold 
temperatures downstream may affect reproduction (Minckley et al. 1991).   
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Roundtail chub are most prevalent in the upper Colorado River basin in the Mancos River and 
the San Juan River from Shiprock to Aneth (Mikesic et al. 2005) 

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

Habitat for roundtail chub does not occur in the project area. Cover, in the form of large 
boulders, submerged trees or branches, rootwads, undercut cliff walls, or deep water is not 
present in the project.  

The proposed new bridge would span McElmo Creek, eliminating the need for piers in the 
creekbed. There may be temporary disturbances to McElmo Creek during removal of the pier 
supporting the existing bridge in the form of sediment.  To minimize the possibility of impacts to 
the roundtail chub, if present, we recommend the existing pier be removed during the months 
when flows are lowest in the San Juan River. This would ensure that there would be no 
backwater habitat at the mouth of McElmo Creek that could be utilized by this species. Flows in 
McElmo Creek and the San Juan River are lowest during the winter months of November–
January (USGS 2005). There may be temporary surface disturbances near the stream bank top 
during construction. Neither water chemistry nor quantity would be affected by proposed 
activities.  

Protection for fish species that may utilize McElmo Creek and the San Juan River would be 
offered through standard EPA permitting requirements.  This project would require the issuance 
of an NPDES permit and the formulation of a SWPPP that implements BMPs including 
structural and operational controls, to prevent the migration of pollutants (including sediments) 
from construction storm water runoff into McElmo Creek.  Proper implementation of the SWPPP 
must be conducted to afford adequate protection to eliminate potential impacts to roundtail chub. 

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

Potential negative impacts to roundtail chub would be reduced or eliminated with the 
implementation of the SWPPP as required by the EPA for this project. If the SWPPP is 
implemented properly, this project would have no effect on roundtail chub. 

BLUEHEAD SUCKER (CATOSTOMUS DISCOBOLUS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The bluehead sucker is a member of the sucker family (Catostomidae).  This family includes 
perhaps 23 species in North America.  Many members of the genus are classified as rare, 
threatened, or endangered.  Six species are known from the Colorado Basin, including two 
subspecies of C. discobolus and C. yarrowi (Zuni population; Smith et al. 1983, Crabtree and 
Buth 1987).  The taxonomy of the two subspecies has been controversial (AGFD 2005). 

Bluehead suckers occur in the Colorado River basin in Arizona, Colorado, Utah and New 
Mexico upstream of Lake Mead, as well as from the Snake River (above Shoshone Falls), the 
Bear River, and Weber River drainages of the Bonneville Basin throughout Idaho, Wyoming and 
Utah.  They are known to occur in the tributaries of the San Juan drainage in Utah (Mikesic et al. 
2005). 
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Bluehead suckers occupy high gradient small streams to large rivers in mid elevation (2,000–
6,700 feet) areas of the basin (Sublette et al. 1990) They do not occur in reservoirs. Adults are 
often found in deep pools or in eddies when water is clear and move into shallow areas at night.  
Young bluehead suckers generally occupy quiet backwaters and other shallow, low-velocity 
water adjacent to stream margins (AGFD 2005).  Bluehead suckers have a wide temperature 
tolerance. 

Bluehead suckers feed on algae, diatoms, organic debris and immature aquatic invertebrates by 
scraping rocks and other hard substrates with a cartilaginous mouth structure (Minckley 1973).    

Bluehead suckers spawn in aggregations in late spring and early summer when water 
temperatures exceed 60°F.  Spawning occurs over gravel, sand, and cobble-gravel substrates 
(Minckley 1973).  Young appear in late summer and fall.  

Declines in bluehead sucker populations have been attributed to interactions with non-native 
fishes, loss of riverine habitat, and changes in water quality.  Populations of bluehead suckers 
have been reduced or eliminated by competition with and predation by non-native fishes and by 
habitat alteration (AGFD 2005).  River impoundments that result in perennially cold 
temperatures downstream may affect reproduction (Minckley 1973, AGFD 2005).   

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

Bluehead sucker habitat, such as deep pools or eddies with clear water is not present in the 
proposed project area.  Protection for fish species that may utilize McElmo Creek and the San 
Juan River would be offered through standard EPA permitting requirements.  This project would 
require the issuance of an National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit and 
the formulation of a Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) that implements Best 
Management Practices (BMP) including structural and operational controls, to prevent the 
migration of pollutants (including sediments) from industrial storm water runoff into McElmo 
Creek.  Proper implementation of the SWPPP must be conducted to afford adequate protection to 
eliminate potential impacts to bluehead suckers. 

The proposed new bridge would span McElmo Creek, eliminating the need for piers in the 
creekbed. There may be temporary disturbances to McElmo Creek during removal of the pier 
supporting the existing bridge in the form of sediment.  To minimize the possibility of impacts to 
bluehead suckers, if present, we recommend the existing pier be removed during the months 
when flows are lowest in the San Juan River. This would ensure that there would be no 
backwater habitat at the mouth of McElmo Creek that could be utilized by this species. Flows in 
McElmo Creek and the San Juan River are lowest during the winter months of November–
January (USGS 2005). There may be temporary surface disturbances near the stream bank top 
during construction. Neither water chemistry nor quantity would be affected by proposed 
activities.  
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DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

Potential negative impacts to bluehead suckers would be reduced or eliminated with the 
implementation of the SWPPP as required by the EPA for this project. If the SWPPP is 
implemented properly, this project would have no effect on bluehead suckers. 

NORTHERN LEOPARD FROG (RANA PIPIENS) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

The Northern leopard frog is found throughout the Great Basin region of the western U.S. and 
into Canada. It occupies a variety of habitats, from streams to stockponds at elevations that range 
from sea level to 11,000 feet (Stebbins 1985). The northern leopard frog grows to a maximum 
length of 4.5 inches. It receives its name from the dark, circular spots on its back. The 
background color can be green, brown or a combination of both. While it is one of the more cold 
tolerant anuran species in North America, the northern leopard frog requires a freeze free 
hibernation site. Northern leopard frogs often retreat to the water to escape freezing conditions.  
Tadpoles consume algae, plant tissue, and organic debris, while adult frogs eat insects and other 
small invertebrates (AGFD 2002).  

Adult Northern leopard frogs are semi-terrestrial and maintain home ranges of up to 600 square 
meters during the summer. Within the home range, Northern leopard frogs spend much of their 
time in small clearings of damp soil and prefer open, grassy sites, which has given them one of 
their common names, the meadow frog.  Northern leopard frogs are also found in dense cattail 
habitats (Stebbins 1985).  

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The site was identified by the NNDFW as having potential habitat for Northern leopard frogs. 
Within the project area, McElmo Creek is confined to fairly narrow channel with steep cutbanks 
on either side. No slack water or wetland vegetation is present. Suitable habitat for Northern 
leopard frogs does not exist within the project area due to the absence of dense cattail habitat, the 
absence of moist soils, the high level of human disturbances and the grazing impacts from 
domesticated animals.  

DETERMINATION OF EFFECT 

The proposed developments would have no effect on Northern leopard frogs. 

CRONQUIST’S MILKVETCH (ASTRAGALUS CRONQUISTII) 

SPECIES BIOLOGY 

Cronquist's milkvetch is a perennial plant that is a member the pea family (Fabaceae). Flowers 
are pink-purple and appear from late April to June (Mikesic et al 2005). This milkvetch grows 
from a stout taproot on the low sandstone ridges in extreme southeastern Utah and adjacent 
southwestern Colorado (Utah 2003–2005). This species is distinguished by ample foliage and 
subsessile, trigonously compressed and partially bilocular pods. Cronquist’s milkvetch is found 
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in salt desert shrub and blackbrush communities on sandy and gravelly ridges from the Cutler 
and Morrison Formations (Mikesic et al 2005). Elevational range for this species is 4,800–5,800 
feet. 

A population of Cronquist’s milkvetch is known from the Aneth area.  

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS 

The elevational range and the substrate types where Cronquist’s milkvetch grows occur at the 
project site, however, careful scrutiny of the site revealed no Astragalus species were found to be 
growing within project boundaries. The site is severely disturbed by human activities, the 
roadway, and grazing, making the presence of Cronquist’s milkvetch unlikely. 

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS 

Suitable habitat for the Cronquist’s milkvetch exists within the project area; however due to the 
high level of human disturbances and presence of domesticated animals, the habitat is of poor 
quality.  No individuals were detected during site reconnaissance. The proposed developments 
would have no effect on the Cronquist’s milkvetch.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The USFWS and the Navajo Nation have identified twenty-three listed and candidate species 
that may occur in the project area. No special status species were observed during site 
reconnaissance.   Due to the high level of human disturbances within and surrounding the project 
area, the lack of suitable habitat that would be impacted, and the presence of domesticated 
animals, the proposed road improvements would have no effect on any terrestrial species. 
Although it is not known if special status fish species occur in McElmo Creek, there may be 
temporary adverse effects to the habitat for the Colorado pikeminnow, razorback sucker, 
bluehead sucker and roundtail chub, if they are present. There would be no permanent 
modifications to critical habitat constituent elements, including water chemistry or quantity as a 
result of this project. Potential adverse effects to McElmo Creek can be reduced or eliminated 
with the implementation of the SWPPP as required by the EPA for this project. Only if the 
SWPPP is implemented properly would this project have no effect on Colorado pikeminnow and 
razorback suckers or their critical habitat as well as bluehead suckers and roundtail chub. With 
the proper implementation of the SWPPP, the proposed construction of the bridge would not 
have an effect on any tribal or federally listed and candidate species. 
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